
Archer B. Gilfillan:
Scholarly Sheepherder

of South Dakota*

RICHARD W . ETULAIN

Archer B. Gilfillan was an anomaly. A Phi Beta Kappa with a
broad knowledge of classical literature and language, a man with
a nearly completed divinity degree, and a well-read person with a
talent for writing, he nonetheless turned his back on these attain-
ments and talents to herd sheep for nearly twenty years in a lone-
ly, isolated part of the West. On the other hand, this strange jux-
taposition of an Ivy League education with almost two decades of
sheepherding was no doubt the major reason tbat Gilfillan pro-
duced the classic narrative of sheepherding in the United States.
More than any other work. Sheep provides a personal, informa-
tive, and entertaining account of the herder in the American
West.'

*From THE AMERICAN COWBOY, RANCH LIFE AND ON THE TRAIL, a
collection of books edited by Eon Tyler, Director of The Texas State Historical As-
sociation. To be published by Sagapress, New York, with the DeGolyer Library,
Southern Methodist University, Texas.

1. The best source of biographical information on Gilfillan is a forty-three-page
typescript written by his sister Emily Dean Heilman. Entitled "The Story of Arch-
er B. Gilfillan," this manuscript is on deposit in the Archer Gilfillan Collection,
Manuscript Archives, University of Minnesota Library, Minneapolis, Minn. See
also Austin J. McLean, "A Herder's Life in South Dakota; The Cipher Diary of
Archer B. Gilfillan," in Where the West Begins: Essays on Middle Border arid
Siouxland Writing, in Honor of Herbert Krause, ed. Arthur R. Huseboe and Wil-
liam Geyer (Sioux Falls, S.Dak.: Center for Western Studies, Augustana College,
1978), pp. 63 71.
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By all accounts, Gilfillan became a sheepherder through an un-
usual sequence of events. Born 25 February 1886 in White Earth,
Minnesota, he was the son of an Episcopal missionary to the Ojib-
wa Indians and grew up in a sheltered, highly religious, Victorian
home. After his father suffered a nervous and physical break-
down from overwork when Archer was twelve, the family moved
to Washington, D.C, where the children attended church-related
and public schools. During his summer vacations, spent working
on farms in Virginia, Massachusetts, and Pennsylvania, Archer
became intrigued with farming. Later, because of ill health and a
trip to Europe with two of his aunts, he fell behind two years in
school and did not enter high school until the fall of 1902, at the
age of sixteen. Short in stature and forced to wear glasses as the
result of a serious bout with typhoid fever, young Gilfillan was
sensitive about his size and thought others considered him a
"sissy" because he did not participate in sports.^

But he did well academically. A "straight-A student" and a de-
bater who excelled in nearly all his courses, Gilfillan graduated
from high school in the spring of 1906 and entered Amherst Col-
lege in the fall. When his younger brother spoke enthusiastically
of his academic work at the University of Pennsylvania in Phila-
delphia, Archer decided to transfer there, graduating Phi Beta
Kappa in 1910 with a special emphasis in Latin and Greek. His
younger sister, Emily Dean Heilman, later wrote, "For several
years he had dreams of going west to make his fortune."^ After
graduating, Gilfillan escaped to South Dakota to begin work on a
cattle ranch near the Black Hills.

Working for someone else did not fulfill his dreams, however,
especially when he "contracted a severe case of land fever."^ Ask-
ing for his share of the family estate —his father had inherited
about two hundred thousand dollars from a wealthy relative —
Gilfillan homesteaded a section of land, built a cabin, and bought a
small band of sheep and several horses. Ill-at-ease among hard-
bargaining ranchers, he too often bought high and sold low. As a
result, at the end of three years he had squandered a large por-

2. Heilman, "Story of Archer B. Gilfillan," pp. 2-10. Gilfillan speaks of being a
"sissy" in his Cipher Diary, vol. 1 (1925 [sic^l927), typescript, p. 4, Box 1, Giifillan
Collection.

3. Heilman, "Story of Archer B. Gilfillan," p. 13. The following paragraphs draw
heavily on this source for biographical information.

4. Archer B. Gilfillan, Sheep (Boston: Little, Brown, & Co., 1929), p. xvii. All fu-
ture references to this work are cited parenthetically in the text.
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At the time of his graduation from the University of Pennsylvania
in 1910. Archer B. Gilfillan had already chosen a career in the
West

tion of his legacy, which may have initially amounted to nearly
ten thousand dollars.

Once his dreams had turned to nightmares, and he realized his
inabilities to handle a homestead and livestock, Gilfillan turned to
another possible occupation. Thinking he might have a call to the

Copyright © 1987 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



376 South Dakota History

ministry, he attended Western Theological Seminary, an Episco-
palian institution in Chicago, for nearly three years but withdrew
shortly before ordination ceremonies to join the Roman Catholic
church.

Gilfillan worked for sixteen years on the Harding County,
South Dakota, ranch of Al Dean. This picture, from Gilfilr
lan's own collection, shows Dean with his wife and their
children, Hoadley and Mary Jewel

Gilfillan was in a fix. Having lost perhaps more than half of his
inheritance in his unsuccessful ranching venture and now alien-
ated from the ministry, he fled west once again —this time to
herd sheep in Harding County in the northwestern part of South
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Dakota. In 1916, he took the first job offered him as a herder on
the AD ranch near Buffalo. He had planned to stay only one year
while he decided his future, but the months he spent working for
Al Dean stretched into more than sixteen years. Leaving the AD
ranch at the end of 1932, he herded for short stints on other near-
by ranches before quitting the range and moving to Spearfish in
September of 1933.-̂

Setting up a small, rustic cabin alongside Spearfish Creek, Gil-
fillan tried to regain his health and began writing columns for
several South Dakota newspapers. He then took a job in Pierre as
assistant state director of the New Deal-sponsored Federal Writ-
ers' Project and held that position until the project ceased in the
spring of 1942. Through a friend, he landed other employment at
the Black Hills Ordnance Depot at Provo (later renamed Igloo),
where he did clerical work, wrote for the igloo Magazine, and
served as librarian. When his position at the depot ended in 1949,
he decided to move to Deadwood, where he lived in retirement
and declining health until his death in 1955.

During his many years on the range, Gilfillan did much more
than herd sheep. A voracious reader, he followed a fairly well or-
ganized reading program that included many volumes of ancient
Greek, Roman, and English literature. Indeed, in one two-year pe-
riod he waded through the fifty-volume Harvard Classics series
in addition to an "extensive list of books which he borrowed
through the Alumni Extension Department of the University (of
Pennsylvania] Library." He was particularly drawn to the writ-
ings of diarist Samuel Pepys and the works of various English
dramatists. Writing to his alma mater, he told school officials that
while his career choice might not interest most of its students, at
least he could be held up "as a horrible example of a Phi Beta Kap-
pa gone wrong, as a warning to future graduates."^

Gilfillan also turned to writing to fill his long days and nights
on the range and in his sheep wagon. Initially, he wrote local-color

5. Maurice Kildare has written a series of brief biographical sketches of Gilfil-
lan, which include most of these details. Some are, however, at odds with the facts
presented in Heilman, "Story of Archer B. Gilfillan." See Kildare's articles: "Gilfil-
lan Enjoyed Herder's Full, Independent Life," A berdeen (South Dakota) -4meWcon-
News, 12 June 1966, p. 19; "Secret Sorrows of a Sheepherder," Old West 2 (Spring
1966): 38-39. 82; "Some Men Need It Lonely," Old West 3 (Fall 1966); 57, 73; "The
Lonely Shepherd," National Wool Grower 57 (February 1%7): 32-33, 37; and
"Sheepherder's Home," Relics 7 (Spring 1968); 14-16.

6. Untitied and undated clipping in Gilfillan alumni files. University of Pennsyl-
vania Archives, Philadelphia, Pa.
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sketches for a travel magazine called See America First, but then
he placed a general piece entitled "The Sheep Herder" in the
lordly Saturday Evening Post, which paid him seventy-five dol-
lars for the lively essay.^ Late in 1924, the same year as his ap-
pearance in the Post, he began a secret cipher diary. In the first
entry, recorded on 2 December, he confided: "I shall put down ex-
actly what I think and do, without fear of its being read and con-
sequently with all the honesty of which I am capable." For the
next eight years and four months, he recorded daily observations
in his diary, which eventually totaled 9,010 pages in twenty-five
bound volumes.^ His close attention to detail, his growing knowl-
edge and understanding of sheep and herding, his witty observa-
tions on the foibles of humans —his diary is stuffed with these re-
vealing entries. In 1928 and 1929, three sections of his book-
length manuscript "Ten Years in a Sheep Wagon" (retitled
Sheep) were published in the prestigious Atlantic Monthly. Lit-
tle, Brown and Company, the book publishing arm of the Atlantic,
first rejected the manuscript but "couldn't get it out of their
minds, and decided they would publish it as a book."^ Gilfillan was
ecstatic.

While Sheep sold moderately well and was reprinted in the
1930s, Gilfillan did not immediately follow that spritely written
volume with other essays or plans for a second book. Four years
later, however, his herding days over, he turned once again to his
writing. During the next decade or so, he contributed dozens of
columns to South Dakota newspapers, commenting on local
events and persons and providing general human-interest
stories. In 1936, Gilfillan published the first of two collections of
his later essays. A Shepherd's Holiday gathered fifty-two selec-
tions about his life as a herder and his reflections on society and
culture in South Dakota. After he had fully retired in the late

7. Gilfillan's early articles include "The Old Timer," See America First 6 (June
1920): 29-31, 40; "Wild Animal Neighbors of the Prairies," See America First
[1920?]: 18-20, 42, 48, clipping in Gilfiilan Collection; "The Sheep Herder," Saturday
Evening Post {13 Sept. 1924): 56, 58.

8- Cipher Diary, vol. 1, p. 1, Gilfillan Collection; McLean, "A Herder's Life in
South Dakota," p. 63. McLean has edited and introduced a brief section of Gilfilian'a
translated cipher diary as "A Sheepherder Out of His Element," South Dakota Re-
view 14 (Winter 1976-19771: 73-85.

9. Heilman, "Story of Archer B. Gilfilian," p. 19. Two years after the publication
of Sheep, GilfiJlan recorded in his diary that the appearance of the book was "the
most important day of my life" (quoted in McLean, "A Sheepherder Out of His Ele-
ment," p. 73).
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1940s, Gilfillan won a Regional Writing Fellowship of $1,500 from
the University of Minnesota. During 1950 and 1951, he gathered
and rewrote some of his previous columns, hoping that the Uni-
versity of Minnesota Press would publish them as a book. When
the press rejected the collection, he tried other publishers, but
none offered to publish his essays. Finally, he had a group of them
privately printed in 1953 as A Goat's Eye View of the Black
Hills.'''

Neither of these later books is as lengthy nor as coherently or-
ganized as Sheep. If the chapters of Sheep center on Gilfillan's ex-
perience as a herder, the later collections are discursive, includ-
ing additional considerations of herding, treatments of life and
laughter in small-town South Dakota, and discussions of human
foibles, local to universal. While the author is unable to focus his
thoughts in these later anthologies, he does treat broader socio-
cultural themes of the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s than one finds in
Sheep. One suspects, nonetheless, that Gilfillan's tendency to
scattergun his ideas across expansive intellectual terrain was the
major reason the essays were not commercially published. More-
over, Sheep had skimmed the cream from his rangeland experi-
ences, leaving less solid and less entertaining fare for the later
collections.

While not all responses to Sheep, published in 1929, were en-
tirely positive, most reviewers hailed it as the definitive study of
sheepherding in the United States. An unnamed reviewer in the
New York Times thought the book revealed a good deal about
herding and promised readers they would "have many a hearty
chuckle and many an explosive laugh over the author's dry hu-
mor." Another commentator pointed out that the book was "writ-
ten with dry humor, keen observation and real love of the sheep."
Still another reviewer called it a "surprisingly diverting docu-
ment" in which "the narrative imparts the real flavor of life on
the plains.""

In preparing Sheep, Gilfillan faced the difficulty of writing
about an occupation not widely understood in the United States
and one to which most Americans attached little value. Sheep-

10. Archer B. Gilfillan, A Shepherd's Holiday, Being the Reflections of a Herder
(Custer, S.Dak.: Chronicle Shop, 1936), and A Goat's Eye View of the Black Hills
(Rapid City, S.Dak.: Dean & Dean, 1953).

11. New York Times. 10 Nov. 1929, p. 3; Wilson Library Bulletin 25 (Dec. 1929):
41; Books. 23 Feb. 1930, p. 18.
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herders were the lowest of the lowly in a cowboy culture. To face
this problem and to answer the question " 'Why is a sheep herder,
and How' " (p. ix), Gilfillan uses just the right approach: a series of
humorous anecdotal chapters, laced with witty turns of phrase,
and told in a low-key expositional style. In all. Sheep treats de-
tails of the herder's daily life, deals with several other topics, and,
along the way, reveals a good deal about the 1920s and the per-
sonal opinions of its creator.

As one might expect, Gilfillan has much to say about his range-
land competitor, the cowboy. Realizing that the Stetsoned and
booted cowpuncher outranks the sheepherder in popular mythol-
ogy like a purebred over a mongrel, Gilfillan asks why this should
be. The herder, he argues, makes more money, he works longer
hours, and he carries more responsibility; yet the public champi-
ons the cowboy and forgets or ribs the sheepherder. Throughout
Sheep, Gilfillan undercuts the man on horseback and paints, in
contrast, an appealing and interesting series of word pictures
about herders and the matters of their daily lives.

Closely associated with Gilfillan's negative reactions to exag-
gerated images of cowboys are his reservations about a legend-
ary "Wild West." He repeatedly demythologizes larger-than-life
cowpunchers, suggesting that most western rural workers expe-
rienced a mild, humdrum West rather than a wild, adventurous
one. In later essays, Gilfillan expands his comments to cover a
popular, tightly held mythic West. In two brief sketches entitled
"The Hero of the Westerns" and "The Cowboy of the Pulps," he
criticizes the widespread acceptance of heroic fictional and cine-
matic cowboys in the popular culture of the 1920s. After com-
menting on the stereotyped plots and formulaic characters of
Westerns, Gilfillan concludes that these yarns and characters
have little place in "this workaday world" that he and others in-
habit. Even worse, he believes, are the pulp magazines of the
1930s, which, along with other mediums, probably publish "more
rot, drivel, mawkish sentimentality and maudlin slush . . . about
the cowboy profession than any other half dozen callings in the
world."'^ Gilfillan is convinced that these popular images of the
cowboy and Wild West not only do violence to the truth but also
displace the true workers of the West, including, of course, the
sheepherder.

12. "The Hero of the Westerns" and "The Cowboy of the Pulps," Shepherd's Hol-
iday, pp. 26-27. Some of the same topics are discussed in Gilfillan, "The Real Cow-
boy" and "The Western Movie," South Dakota Review 4 (Summer 1966): 67-72.
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Often working by lamplight in
account of herding in the West,
the years I9SJ, to 1933.

PI
H'

his sheepwagon, Gilfillan wrote Sheep, Ais classic
ajid produced an extensive cipher diary spanning

Later, Gilfillan uses the figure of Calamity Jane to illustrate
what he considers the negative impact of these popular western
images. To compare the known facts about the life of Calamity
Jane with those presented in her "official" biography, in Holly-
wood extravaganzas, and in the works of popular historians, Gil-
fillan asserts, is to confront a "wider divergence than is known in
the case of any comparable historical character." Although many
writers and films have depicted her as beautiful, feminine, and
virginal, contemporary legal documents, photographs, and news-
papers portrayed a far different picture.'^ In making this general
argument and in selecting Calamity Jane as an example of his
premise, Gilfillan addresses a major problem facing historians, bi-
ographers, and film makers trying to present a veracious West in
the presence of a pantheon of heroes and heroines widely ac-
cepted and praised. On the other hand, Gilfillan stops far short of

13. Gilfillan, "Calamity Jane —Fact & Fiction," A Goat's Eye View, pp. 19 23.
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writers who have studied these cultural artifacts in depth to
show how they illustrate changing cultural attitudes about the
legendary popular giants of the American past- One might ex-
pect, however, that a man who devoted nearly two decades of his
life to sheepherding might be ill-at-ease with a popular culture
that too often championed cowboys as righters of all wrongs and
upholders of justice. Gilfillan's daily experiences as a rural west-
ern worker were at odds with such a hackneyed, reductive view
of the American West.

Gilfillan's writings also reveal an extraordinary interest in na-
ture—shifting weather patterns as well as animal life that seem
at times to shape all aspects of the author's life. Particularly
aware of the shift of seasons, he repeatedly shows the impact of
their transitions on the sheep and himself. Between winter and
spring come lambing time and the beginnings of new life on the
rangeland, and with these changes come the most pressing days,
in which herders, night men, and others labor around the clock to
pair off ewes and their new lambs. Within a few weeks, spring
commences, which, Gilfillan notes in Sheep, is "by unanimous con-
sent the worst season of all" (p. 62). The appearance of green
grass, "the villain of the piece" (p. 62), regenerates the pastures
and provides abundant feed for the sheep, but it also causes them
to "go wild" (p. 63). Ewes and lambs scamper from one new clump
of grass to another, with the pursuing herder covering more
miles during long spring days than a wind-driven tumbleweed.

Once the heat arrives to scorch the Dakota grasslands, the
bands of sheep slow down but also stretch the herder's day by
grazing in the cooler times of morning and early evening and tak-
ing a siesta in any available shade during the heat of midday and
early afternoon. With fall comes the most relaxing time for the
herder. Gilfillan would enthusiastically agree with what was writ-
ten of Ernest Hemingway: "Best of all he loved the fail." The fall-
time shipping of lambs to market, the shortening days, and the
warm days and cool nights are refreshing changes from summer.
Next, the winter arrives with a jolt, bringing bone-wracking cold
and occasional blasting storms. The herder must keep close
watch on his band during these winter days to keep them togeth-
er and away from prowling wolves and coyotes. Once the storms
of January and February are behind the herder, he again thinks
of approaching lambing time and the beginning of a new cycle.
Gilfillan is at his best in describing these seasonal shifts and their
impacts on him and his sheep.

No less interesting are Gilfillan's accounts of the animal life
that surrounds him. At the center of these passages, in loving de-
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tail, are extensive descriptions of the sheep that share the au-
thor's life —in twenty-four-hour days, seven-day weeks, and
twelve-month years. Gilfillan admits that his woolly wards often
anger him, so much so that he wishes he might place a swift kick
to where they once had tails. Their frequent contrariness as
mothers, their tendency to follow a leader wherever that Moses
might stray, and their outright stupidity are more than enough to
prompt any herder to ask for his wages. Most of the time, how-
ever, Gilfillan thinks of his charges as needing his help, as so
much better to work with than wild-eyed cattle, and as malleable
children expecting his care. Although often exasperated and
sometimes ready to quit, Gilfillan is forced to admit that herding
sheep offers more satisfaction, particularly in the solitude and
freedom it affords, than any other work with livestock.

In two chapters of Sheep, entitled "The Herder's Partners"
and "The Herder's Neighbors," Gilfillan describes the importance
of dogs and horses to his work as well as the threat of coyotes and
wolves. For any herder, especially those working with a band of
flfteen hundred or more sheep in either wide-open country,
brushy foothills, or mountains, a pair of dependable and obedient
sheep dogs are indispensable to the work, not to mention the
added comfort their companionship provides. Noting these impor-
tant roles for sheep dogs, Gilfillan provides several refreshing vi-
gnettes depicting the dogs integral to his work. The uninitiated
might also think of the horse as a time- and labor-saving animal
for the herder. Horses are useful as pack animals and for pulling
the sheep wagon, but those same horses are often ill-suited for
riding or for quick dashes to head off a stubborn band of sheep.
Although the cowboy without a horse may be as useless as a cine-
matic cowpoke minus his sixgun, most herders, like Gilfillan, do
not find horses vital to their work.

In writing of the conflicts between coyotes and wolves and his
sheep, Gilfillan, not surprisingly, sides with predator controllers
rather than with wildlife conservationists. He depicts coyotes as
sheep-killers whose numbers must be limited through poisoning
or hunting. But he does not support those who wish to decimate
all coyotes, wolves, and eagles; he has little regard for such wan-
ton killers. Indeed, in the most extensive and intriguing section of
Sheep, Gilflllan details the numerous unsuccessful attempts to
kill or capture the legendary wolf Three Toes.'* Although this
wily grey wolf frequently kills not out of hunger but for the joy of

14. This portion was first published as "The End of the Killer." Farm and Fire-
side (Sept. 1926): 6-7, 64-66.
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slaughter, Gilfillan sympathizes with an animal who outwits his
human opponents as they try to trap, maim, shoot, or poison him
over several years. The author makes Three Toes into something
of a hero, despite his being a destroyer of the writer's sheep. Gil-
filian seems much intrigued with the killer wolf, more so than one
would expect for such a deadly opponent.

How does one account for the popularity of Sheep, which sold
sufficiently well to be reprinted and has continued to attract
readers in later years? While the answer to this question is
neither simple nor entirely clear, one must be aware of the cultur-
al and ideological milieu of the 1920s and 1930s to understand the
book's initial appeal. Clearly, these decades illustrate a major
paradox in American thought and culture. Cities were supplant-
ing rural settlements as the major social organization in the
United States; Henry Ford and others were supplying Americans
with numerous labor-saving machines and devices; and Charles
Lindbergh's solo flight across the Atlantic seemed to be ushering
in a new marriage of men and machines. But just as most Ameri-
cans seemed on the verge of moving ideologically as well as so-
cially and economically into a more urban, industrial, and bureau-
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cratic society, large segments of that society betrayed an uneasi-
ness about their changing surroundings and embraced cultural
events and symbols that reflected earlier frontier, rural, and
sometimes agricultural patterns of living and thinking. Zane
Grey's fictional Westerns depicting a preindustrial Wild West,
the western films of William S. Hart, Tom Mix, Buck Jones, and
Hoot Gibson, the surging interest in western and southern re-
gionalism, and the popularity of dude ranches, rodeos, and pio-
neer festivals and reconstructions —all these currents illustrated
the desire of many Americans to avoid the oncoming urban-indus-
trial society and culture and to hold on instead to the past and the
cultural symbols that they thought reflected a freer, more indi-
vidualistic and democratic society.

For these Americans —and the popularity of books, films, and
other facets of American popular culture of the 1920s and 1930s
that illustrated these nostalgic longings suggest their wide-
spread acceptance —Gilfillan's Sheep was an appealing and satis-
fying return to these earlier, simpler times. Indeed, in several re-
spects, his work, portraying a man with his flock of sheep in na-
ture, was and is timeless. While machines might barge into this

Gilfillan liked the freedom and solitude of the plains of western South Dakota, but
the unpredictable meanderings of his flock, which he portrayed tn his book Sheep,
were often a source of exasperation.

Copyright © 1987 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



386 South Dakota History

idyllic garden in the form of trucked-in supplies, mechanized
sheepshearers, and the railroading of lambs and old ewes to east-
ern markets, these interruptions were exceptions to the age-old
daily duties of the herder working his flock in a pastoral setting.
Gilfillan, with his extensive background and training in early
Christian and ancient Greek and Roman history and mythology,
was not unaware of the multiple meanings to be drawn from de-
pictions of the herder as a natural man, as a keeper of flocks. Like
the novels of Zane Grey and Max Brand, like the nostalgic status
quo ante-bellum longings of the southern agrarians who contri-
buted to I'll Take My Stand (1930), and like the back-to-the-primi-
tive urgings of artists who flocked in the interwar years to Santa
Fe and Taos, New Mexico, Gilfillan appealed to a popular yearn-
ing for less complicated rural times in his extensive and sympa-
thetic descriptions of the blessed country life that surrounded
and nourished him. In this sense. Sheep clearly illustrated major
cultural-intellectual currents that washed over many Americans
in the 1920s and 1930s.

On several pages of Sheep, Gilfillan illuminates the ties be-
tween his book and contemporary ideas and events. He harpoons
prohibition, compares the country favorably to towns, and refers
to the detrimental impacts of the Klan and automobiles, all the
while regaling his readers with matters of the sheep country. For
example, he compares, tongue-in-cheek, a hypothetical law man-
dating that a sheepman make periodic, announced visits to his
herder's wagon with the "finishing touches on the prohibition
law, the few little adjustments necessary to render this noble
piece of legislation the air-tight wonder it was intended to be" (p.
99). The unquenchable thirst of a hungry young lamb also con-
jures the image of the "anti-Prohibitionist... ¡whol does n't care
where he gets his drink, as long as he gets it" (p. 121). While ex-
plicit references to the events and ideas of the 1920s may seem as
scarce as black sheep and goats among the author's bands, each of
the comments provides context for Gilfillan's extensive commen-
taries on the diurnal details of sheepherding.

The changing status of women, an important issue of the 1920s
and the New Deal era, is also a topic of much interest to Gilfillan.
Women's attitudes, actions, and dress occupy as much space as
any subject outside the lamb lot. Sometimes satirical, often hu-
morous, his comments in Sheep and in his other published writ-
ings imply a negative attitude toward women, but Gilfillan's han-
dling of this topic is more complex than simply negative. Early
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on, he wonders if the independent qualities of his aging mare Bess
result from her having "heard about the new freedom of woman."
Perhaps, he continues, "she will be bobbing her mane and tail
next" {p. 59). Morever, although he admits that it is "idle for a
herder to speculate on what the ladies wear, and immoral to spec-
ulate as to why," he nonetheless is convinced that city women
"are animated . . . by that spirit of drastic economy that leads
them to keep their clothing as near the vanishing point as liberal
police regulations will allow" (p. 61). He also muses that the sight
of a flock of shorn ewes would make the "thoughtful flapper wend
her way homeward and put on some clothes" {p. 138), If he makes
fun of female clothing or the lack thereof, he is also convinced
that women are ill-suited for herding because they would be far
removed from gossip circles, and, he queries, "can you really pic-
ture a woman engaging in an occupation which would leave her
more or less in the dark with regard to the doings of even her im-
mediate neighbors?" {p. 155). "Besides," he adds, "the love affairs
of the sheep are all carried on with the greatest openness, and
there is no room for speculation, innuendo, or scandal" (p. 156).
Nor are women at a loss in the game of self-appreciation. The in-
dependence of men "is as nothing compared with the independ-
ence of a girl in a community where she is at premium. Women
have never been bearish on their charms, but where they con-
ceive that anything like a corner in the market exists, the sky is
the limit" (p. 200).

Yet, the bachelor Gilfillan finds much about pioneer and farm
women to praise. First of all, nearly all western women are hard-
working and persevering individuals. "Many a schoolma'am," he
writes, "gave proof of the tough fibre of pioneer womanhood by
riding horseback forty miles to a dance, and when there taking
her only rest during the supper hour" ip. 14). And he knows of
farm women who live in a "ten-by-twelve shack" and keep "busy
all the time" with numerous duties (p. 25). Nor do the wages of
women cooks "even total half what sheepshearers receive, al-
though they work long and hard to feed the shearers. After
watching how much men in the West rely on the help of women
and yet how inconsiderate they are of their women, Gilfillan con-
cludes that "the complete emancipation of woman has not yet ar-
rived, at least not this far West" (p. 137).

When his beloved younger sister Emily asked him why he criti-
cized women so roundly in Sheep and his other writings, Gilfillan
provided ambiguous answers, much like the mixture of negative
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and positive responses noted above. He told Emily that a woman
— especially as a wife —would have dominated him and taken
away his freedom, which he cherished more than anything else.
Yet, he had to admit that "those who had done most for him, had
been women." Unable to accept a woman as his wife, he fixed as
his ideal female the voluptuous, ever-young women who peopled
the pinup calendars in his hotel and apartment rooms. Thus,
while the erotic qualities of young, vivacious women whetted his
sensual desires, he could also praise the hard work of ranch
women like Mrs. Al Dean, the wife of his long-time boss. These
farm women, his sister concluded, were "kindly ministering
angels, and had no resemblance to the young girls he adored or to
the genus 'woman' whom he disliked." The ambivalent attitudes
toward women that Gilfillan betrays in Sheep clearly reflect the
personal conflicts that warred within him.'^

If Sheep illuminates ideas of its times and helps illustrate the
personal attitudes of the author, it also occupies a unique niche in
the small group of books written about herders and sheepmen in
the American West. Closest in approach to Gilfillan's book is
Hughie Call's Golden Fleece, a lively personal account by a Texas
woman who marries a Montanan and goes to live on his sheep
ranch. A revealing story by an outsider struggling to become an
insider. Call's book pleased Gilfillan, who reviewed it and struck
up a revealing correspondence with its author. Another volume.
The Golden Hoof by Winifred Küpper, is a historical account of
sheepraising in the Southwest. A well-written narrative based on
the author's firsthand experiences and historical research, the
volume is not so much about herders as about the sheep business
of the region. Much closer in perspective to Sheep is Robert Lax-
alt's Sweet Promised Land, a lovingly remembered and revealing
novelized biography of the Basque author's sheepherding father.
In stressing ethnic backgrounds and conflicts with other ranchers
and sheepmen, Laxalt's volume, while a smoothly written and ap-
pealing work, lacks some of the autobiographical immediacy of

15. Emily Dean Heilman deals at length with her older brother's ambivalent atti-
tudes toward women and his sexual insecurities in "Story of Archer B. Gilfillan,"
pp. 2-3, 7, 8a, 11-13, 16-17, and especially 36-37b, from which the quotations are
taken. In a revealing exchange of letters with Hughie Florence Call, author of Gold-
en Fleece, Archer wrote that he liked to "razz the women," but he admitted that
tendency came "unconsciously from the fact that I never had any success with
them" (Gilfillan to Hughie Call, 1 Mar. 1944, Box 1. Hughie Call Collection, Special
Collections, University of Oregon, Eugene, Oreg.).
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Gilfillan's Sheep. Finally, well-known western writer Mary Aus-
tin also described herders' experiences in southern California in
her book The Flock.^" Gilfillan, however, much disliked her book,
writing in his unpublished diary: " 'I see no reason to change my
first opinion of it. There is page after page of pure bull shit. She
never uses one word if she can use ten to express the same
idea.' "'̂

While Sheep remains the best first-person account of a western
sheepherder, it would be a mistake to consider the book a guide
to all aspects of sheepherding throughout the American West.
Gilfillan, for example, makes no mention of the much utilized
transhumant pattern of western sheepmen, who trailed or trans-
ported their bands from winter and spring ranges to nearby
mountains during the summer months to take advantage of ver-
dant high-country meadows. Nor does he write about the difficul-
ties of dealing with brushy mountain areas and the bears that
plagued herders during these summer months. Generally, most
western herders experienced a good deal of varied terrain and
landscape during their twelve-month years, certainly more than
Gilfillan describes in his experiences.

Other topics are not broached in Sheep. For instance, Gilfillan
does little with the selective breeding so important to many
sheepmen in the West. One would not know, either, how signifi-
cant vacations and stays at the home ranch were to many herd-
ers. The present writer, growing up on a ten-thousand-acre sheep
ranch in the Pacific Northwest, remembers the eagerness with
which many herders traded their tiresome jobs on the range or in
the mountains for a short stay in town or a few days at the home
place. Many western sheepmen might also disagree with the au-
thor's conclusion that eastern ewes bore twins more often than
those in the West. These omissions and differences of opinion are
exceptions, however. Most readers oí Sheep with backgrounds in
herding or sheepraising will experience a shock of recognition in

16. Hughie Call. Golden Fleece {Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co.. 1942); Winifred
Küpper. The Golden Hoof: The Story of the Sheep of the SouthwesHî^ew YorV.: Al-
fred A. Knopf, 1945); Robert Laxalt. Sweet Promised Land (New York: Harper &
Bros., 1957); Mary Austin. The Flock (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin & Co., 1906). See
Gilfillan's letters to Call. 16 Oct., 12. 27 Nov., 19 Dec. 1942, 29 Dec. 1943. and 1 Mar.
1944, Hughie Call Collection. He told Call that Austin's book The Flock was "not re-
markable for [its] treatment" (16 Oct. 1942). His review of Call's Golden Fleece is
contained in his letter of 12 Nov. 1942.

17. Quoted in McLean, "A Herder's Life in South Dakota." p. 66.
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sensing how much of what Gilfillan says and does mirrors what
they have known and experienced.

At the same time, the narrator of Sheep is an appealing person.
He seems to know everything about sheepherding, fills his narra-
tive with interesting stories and examples, and, above all, has a
delightful sense of humor. In addition, he knows how to include
readers without alienating them. As he writes early on, "You
could not fire a shotgun into the average crowd in the range coun-

Gilfillan spent his last years in Deadwood, South Dakota, where he wrote a
weekly newspaper column. He is shown here at his desk in the Deadwood Pub-
lic Library.

try without hitting a man who had at one time herded sheep, but
it would probably take the charge in the other barrel to make him
admit it" (p. 5). Or, consider his picturesque description of a farm
acquaintance. Old Man Shiflet, "a meek, undersized individual,
with a large family and two hundred pounds of fighting wildcat
for a wife" (p. xv). The direct, masculine prose of Sheep suggests
a strong, self-confident author, but the credible narrative persona
is all the more remarkable because it is at such odds with the im-
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age of Gilfillan presented in his cipher diary and in the recollec-
tions of his family and his close personal friends,'^ Finally, the au-
thor leaves one with an overwhelming sense of the large and ap-
pealing freedoms available in the West. While not mentioning the
writings of the famous western historian Frederick Jackson
Turner, his conclusions are those of that well-known savant: the
West is the breeding ground of individualism, democracy, and
freedom. In the final pages of Sheep, Gilfillan celebrates the re-
gion to which he had fled as a young man and in which he lived
most of his life.

By the 1930s, then. Sheep was recognized as an authoritative,
appealing account of sheepherding. It remains a classic of the
western American livestock industry because it fills a unique
place among the handful of notable books on herding. Archer Gil-
fillan provided a revealing, first-person story of the herder's daily
life in the West, and he did so in humorous and entertaining fash-
ion. If one wishes to gain an understanding of the life of a western
sheepherder, he ought to begin with Gilfillan's book.

18. Gilfillan's sense of inadequacy, his difficulties with alcohol, and his unattrac-
tive physical features are abundantly clear in his sister's biography of him (Heil-
man, "The Story of Archer B. Gilfillan") and in McLean, "A Herder's Life in South
Dakota."
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